Neuroendocrine responsivity to monoaminergic system probes in generalized social phobia.
We examined neuroendocrine correlates of central monoamine function in patients with the generalized type of social phobia compared to healthy volunteers in order to test hypotheses of dopaminergic, noradrenergic, and/or serotonergic dysregulation in patients with this disorder. A double-blind, placebo-controlled, neuropharmacological challenge study was performed using probes for the serotonergic (fenfluramine), dopaminergic (levodopa), and noradrenergic (clonidine) systems. Twenty-one patients with DSM-III-R social phobia (generalized type) and 22 "never mentally ill" volunteers participated in the study after providing informed consent. Patients with social phobia had an augmented cortisol response to fenfluramine administration compared to the volunteers. In contrast, we found that neither the prolactin response to fenfluramine, the growth hormone or norepinephrine response to clonidine, nor the prolactin or eye-blink responses to levodopa, differed between patients with social phobia and healthy volunteers. The findings suggest that patients with social phobia may exhibit selective supersensitivity of serotonergic systems, but that dopaminergic and noradrenergic function appear normal. Further challenge studies with more specific serotonin probes before and after treatment may assist in the clarification of the pathophysiology of social phobia.